Reference Desk And ItsApplication

Abstract

By Mehri Ezadi Yeganeh !

Virtual reference desks (VRD) areference servicethat initiated
dectronically where usersapply computersor other internet technology
to communicatewith librarianswithout physical presentation. It can
provide patronswith live, rea-timereference over theweb. It can be
effectively used asapotential application in distance education. If a
library wantsto use VRD, it should provide somefacilitiesfor better

useof thisenvironment.

...Reading , the work of alert mind, is
demanding, and under ideal conditions
producesfinally a sort of ecstasy. Thisgives
the experience of reading a sublimity and
power communication...

White E.B,

I ntroduction

Technologica developmentshaveaffected
not only theformat and sourcesof information,
librariansuseto provide reference services,
but a so theway they providereferencesin
some librariesworldwide that have started
offering live online reference services. So
librariesand their collectionshavepartially
moved to thevirtual world of Internet. Asa

result library userscan submit their queriesat
any timefrom any placeintheworld. Clearly
Virtual Reference Desk is currently a hot
topicinsomelibraries.

VRD istheprocessof providing reference
sarvicesinthevirtual postions.

Indeed, libraries have been providing
reference services to remote location for
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decades with the assistance of telephones
,andeectronicmail. Itistime, though, tobuild
on this foundation with a variety of
technologiesthat would enablelibrariesto
bring real time reference services into the
network in aroutine and broad-based fashion
(4: 206).

DIFINITION OF VIRTUAL REFERE
NCE SERVICES

VRSisareference service that initiated
eectronically where users apply computers
or other Internet technol ogy to communicate
with librarianswithout physica presentation.
VRD refers to network of expertise,
intermediation and resourcesput at theaccess
of a person seeking answers in an online
environment.

Reference librarians regularly juggle
between helping people standing at .the
reference desk, and hel ping those peoplewho
call to ask questions At someinstitutions,
referencelibrarians now try towork with
three or more patrons concurrently. VRS
isreference activity conducted through an
electronic medium. There are several
types of VRS ranging from the simplest
e-mail to the most interactive-customer
relationship management systems
(CRMS)(9: 7-8).

Communi cation channel sused frequently
inVVRD include:Email and Chat

*E-mall:

1- Bascform: Inthisway library may reply
by e-mail/phone/fax/letter, and soon

2-webform:

2-1: Smpleform: Itincludesname/e-mail/
address/phone... .

2-2: Extensive form: It includes
identification of information/clarifying
questions/purpose of research. .. .

*Chat:;

1- Chat with ssimpletechnologies: Inthis
method written messageswill be send back
andforth.

Ingtantly, liveinteraction betweenlibrarians
and users.

2- Chat with contact center software: The
library will purchasethissoftware and work
withit.

For the Library’ sPart Policy mentionsthat
chat will only beused by librariansand staff,
andtheinformation gathered aidesintraining
librariansand graduate sudentsfor theservice
(12: 25-36).

Thereferenceinterview isclearly at the
heart of the reference transaction(10: 375-
379). Chatting allowsthereferencelibrarian
to conduct the review in real time. The
librarian seeksthereal question, obtainsthe
document for patrons, and review the result
to be certain that the patrons are satisfied
(7: 209). E-mail Ask-A reference does not
providethe synchronous service most users
need nor the quality of servicethey are used
to get at thereference desk.

While online sources are utilized in
provision of VRD, use of electronic sources
inseeking answerswill beimportant.

Library Systems & Services (LSS) has
published atraining manua and agenerd help
book: Establishing a Virtual Reference
Service: RD Training Manual (5). This
manual includesahe pful section comparing
theskillsusedinvirtual referencewiththose
usedintraditiona reference.

Some of the libraries that apply VRD
would have useful andimportant experience
that can help others. By knowing their
experienceit will bepossibletoimaginewhat
VRD might beinthefuture.

Josh Boyer, Reference Librarian for
Distance Learning at the NCSU libraries,
givesanoverview of oneacademiclibrary’s



solution to the problem of staffing, choosing
software, and getting used to onlinechat asa
new mode of communication. He concluded
that VRD may help patronswho arewilling
touseit, but we should optimize our virtual
environment to give those who won’'t ask
reference questionsabetter chanceof helping
themsdlves.

TempleUniversity library, oneof thefirst
adopters of virtual reference technology,
beganitsonlinechat servicesin November
1998. Temple discussed the ongoing
experimentswith different staffingmodd sand
shared theresultsof theresearchintovarious
software packages. The Temple service
currently receivesapproximately twenty-five
tothirty questions per week.

AttheFloridadistancelearning Reference
and Referral Center (RRC) librarians have
begun experimenting with real-time online
library instruction using a chat room as a
virtual classroom. Rachel Viggiano and
Meredith Ault described their experiencesand
shared tipsand strategiesfor making online
teaching and learning. It makesaconference
professiona room that allows RRC staffsto
lead usersfrom oneroom to another.

DianeNester Kresh describesadifferent
sort of experimentsin taking referenceinto
cyberspace, the Collaborative Digital
Reference Service (CDRS) launched by the
library of congress. Looking at public demand
for both phydcdl librariesand onlinereference,
sheconduded thet librarianshavetheability to
bring usersto theonlineenvironment that will
givethem an edge over web search engines.

Developing policiesand procedures, and
creating an efficient workflow are perhapsthe
most difficult parts of getting any virtua
reference services. A useful tool would bea
mode of virtud reference thet librarianscould
useto help the devel opment new servicesto
determine how they could be moreéefficient
and successful.

Hereare somereasonsthat show theVRD
will become the vital part of each library
especialy academic and researchlibraries:

Exponentia growth of resources

Usersturning to theweb for answers

Great demands for online reference
assistance

New inovationssuch asinteractive, online
services

Need for distancelibrarianship

It seems, virtual reference systemswill be
awork inprogress, like any other software.
However based on afew yearsof experience
as mentioned before some major problems
dill remaininthisarea.

- Co-browsing and collabor ation

Co-browsing means librarians can see
what the patrons see, and vice versa. The
fundamentd problemisthat VR sysemsmust
be ableto escort the patron anywhereonthe
web. Particularly through those databasesthat
library subscribeto. Thelibrariesspend alot
of money on these services, so there should
be a virtual reference software to show
patrons how to use them more effectively.
Unfortunately none of the existing software
workscorrectly with databases.

But proxy server-based Co-browsingand
Cisco’sdynamic content adapter ssemsto be
the best solution to thisproblem. Thereare
still many databases that can not be co-
browsed effectively even with proxy-server
based systems.

- Communication

The communi cation technology isanother
areathat could be used for some important
VR purposes. Chat is considered as a
communicationtool for amost any function,
except for reference services. Because an
effectivereferenceinterview requirescareful
attention to nuanceof voiceand inflection that
arelostin chat. Moreover chatismuch more
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time-consuming than regular voice
communication because user have to type
every thing, check the spelling, and then
correct errors.

Many people may have two-line
telephones or high speed Internet
connectionsusing cableor DSL. Inthese
cases, itispossibleto talk with patron. But
for other kinds of answering it should be
done by Voice Over Internet Protocol
(VOIP). VOIP is a developing Internet
protocol that allows both voice and datato

pass over the same Internet connection.
Thusthe user and librarian can talk to each
other. But now rely on voice chat instead
of text chat in VRD has arisk of loosing
information. It is possible to capture the
voice asasecond fileand to store theweb
pages pushed during the session alongit.
Here the problem isthat analyzing sound
filesismoretedious (talking toolong without
interesting) and cumbersome than
reviewing chat transcripts. Perhapsthe best
solution could beto explore ways of using

Figure 1: Flow of transferring information in a virtual reference desk:
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voice-to-text software to convert voice
recordsto searchabletext files.

Networked reference services

Oneof the greatest potentials of the new
virtual reference softwareisthat it could serve
asan effectiveplatform for the devel opment
of shared and networked reference services.
The reference service works for routine
reference questions that can be easily
answered within the resources of the local
library. It would be suitable if aquestion
could be simply and easily transferred to
somebody elseto answer it. The problem
isthat there is any good technology that
allowsusto quickly and easily transfer and
share questions among one another. VR
software hasthe potential to changeall of
thissituation. It allowsthetransfer to call
librariansfromany library using the system
and it can bedonelive. So, now thereisa
basic network structure that makes it
possibleto sharereference.
Online reference collections and
knowledge bases

Oneof thethingsthat distinguish libraries
from other sourcesof information ontheweb
isthat librariescan provideaccessto current
authoritativedatain awidevariety of subject
aress. Theproblemisthat alot of information
is still in the printed form of reference
collectionsand arenot availableover theweb.
So, if weare seriousabout moving reference
servicesto VRD mgjor reference publishers
must begin to move some of those key
resourcesto theweb. Thereforeareference
search enginedlowsuser to keyword-search
the full text of entire electronic reference
collections regardless of which publisher
created the sources.

Toreachthislevel sometoolsasmentioned
beforearenecessary intheseenvironmentsthat
oneof themisVirtua Reference Desk (VRD).

Virtual reference Desk (VRD)

VRD softwaredeveloped by LSS(Library
Systems & Services).

It is a commercial software product to
make Web reference serviceseasy, quick and
cog-effectivefor libraries. TheVRD software
isahosted reference network that operates
through library’ sweb browser. Alsoit canbe
effectively used asapotential applicationin
distanceeducation. If alibrary wantsto use
VRD, it should provide some facilities for
better usnginthisenvironment .

M cClennenand Memmott suggest amodel
that is based on a set of specified rolesfor
information professionals. They
recommended that advanced DR services
might employ different information
professionals for each of specified roles,
whichare (6: 300-303):

Patrons

Hltering

Ansvering

Adminigrator

Coordinator

Patron

Thefundamentd roleinaVRD istheasking
of questions. “Users’, “customers’ or *“
patrons’ indigitd worldsrequirethesameleve
of servicesasif they had walked inthrougha
door, though providing muchlessinformation
about themselves. Inthe classical model of
reference, thepatroninteractswithalibrarian
in person or over the telephone and can be
thoroughly interviewed and ascertained to be
amember of thecommunity to beserved. The
librarian can respond to visud or voice, happy
smile or disgruntled frown. The answer is
delivered in person, thank-yous are duly
received, and the transaction is promptly
forgotten save asan entry, alog.

InVRD environment, thedigita librarian
receivesatextual message by e-mail, Web,
or chat. Thelibrarian must determinewith a
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limited amount of context, whothepersonis
andwhat question sheor heisredly tryingto
ask. Thepatron may belocated anywherein
the world, and may be of any age, gender,
and profession. Evenif asked directly, they
may bereluctant to providesuchinformation.
Lackingauxiliary cues, itisimperdivethat the
“referenceinterview” represented by aweb
form, e-mail template, or chat script is
carefully desgnedtodicit enoughinformation
that thereferencelibrarians can answer the
patron’s real question. One very useful
techniqueisto ask the patronshow they are
planning to use the information. Once the
answer provided and sent back to the patron,
further questionsarise. Thesystemsthat alow
for digita communication makeit easy tokeep
arecord of the entire interaction with the

patron.

Filtering

Therearemany characteristicsof digital
communication, which serveto obstruct the
flow of informati on between the personwho
asksaquestion and the person who answers
itonalargescae. Thesesamecharacteristics
are responsible for muddying the flow of
incoming questions. The questionsarriving
at thein-box of virtual reference desk are
inevitably mixed with variouskinds of non-
questions, including repeated questions,
inequities about previous transactions,
questions that are unclear or out of scope
and out-of spam. Theseall need to be deal
with one way or another, before the real
questions can be answered. Some of this
filtering can bedoneautomatically, but there
are always cases, which require human
judgmen.

Answering

InVRD theroleof thepersonin charge of
answering isthe customary role of reference
librarian assisting patrons with their

information needs. Thisis easily the most
consumingjobinvirtua reference, and thus
the core of any service. Aswith other roles,
there are substantial differences between
workinginface-to-face setting and working
in virtual reference environment. On the
positiveside, librariansare spared theweary
task of answering “Whereisthe bathroom?”’
for thethousandth time. Ontheother hand, a
never-ending flow of challenging questions
makes the job much more intensing than
working at the reference desk of the local
library.

Without patronswaiting impatiently infront
of desk, it become important to specify
standardsfor workflow. Theseinclude:

How often should thein-box be checked?

How much time should be spent in
answering each question?

How quickly should a response be
returned?

Intheory, librarians can work anywhere,
they can even get an Internet collection. This
could rangefromapublic referencedesk to
aprivateoffice, totheir home.

Different librarians may work best with
different typesof questions. For example, it
may make sensesto designate some persons
as subject specialists and others as
generalists. Some, may work best on
| ocating sourceswhileothersexcdl at looking
up specific answers. Thereare possibilities
nuUMerous.

Adminigrator
Any system, which employs more than
one or two people, will require a certain
amount of attention to smoothing theflow of
work. Thisistheroleof administrator. The
task performed by administrators clear the
way for thelibrariansto dotheir jobsproperly.
In some cases, administratorsmay takeon
theroleof making surethat every questionis
answered promptly. They may also be



responsible for clean up duties such as
doublechecking answersbefore sending them
to patrons, transferring answered questions
to archives, and collecting statistics about
the operation of theservice. Theremay aso
be low level technical tasks that
administrators could assume such as
creating accounts for librarians, or
monitoring the software used to operate the
servicein case of errorsto prevent patrons
from submitting questionsor librariansfrom
accessing the system.

Coordinator

Thefina rolenecessary for the successful
operation of aVRD isthat of overseeingthe
“bigpicture’. Thisistheroleof coordinators,
who are responsible for defining and
implementing the policiesand proceduresthat
make possible the operation of the service.
Thisrolemay involvetaskssuch as. choosing
software; setting down procedures and
getting feedback about them from therest of
the staff; training new staff members and
making personnel management decisions.
These are many ways similar to the role
played by the coordinators or directors of
any other reference service. The main
differenceindigital worldisthat itisvery
important to have policiesand procedures
that areclear and well understood. Therefore
itisvery important to be clear about who
has primary responsibility for setting down
the policies need ensuring that they are
relevant.

In order to make these decisions,
coordinatorsneedto try torely onthelatest
work on theory and practicein the digital
reference community. A few yearsago, this
community wasarelatively smal one.

Itisclear that any systemwill have some
advantages and disadvantages, specially
if itisused for thefirst time. Therefore,
followings are accounts about some of
them.

Advantages of Virtual Reference Desk:

-VRD should support at 24hin 7 daysof a
week;

- It should provide private, and secure
communication between usersand librarians,

- VRD should completesession transcripts;

- It will queuefeatures, whichlet users, and
librariansknow how many peoplearewaiting
to be helped;

- Itwill pushtechnologiesdlowinglibrarians
to send web pages directly to the users
desktops;

- Itisabletotransfer questionsto and from
dl of librariesusing the network, liveand real
time;

- It candlow alibrary to conduct agroup
ingtruction;

- And many other services... .

Despitemany advantagesinVRD ill there
aresomedisadvantagesin doingwork inthis
environment. Perhaps by solving these
problems researchers and librarians may
performtheir activities better than before.

Disadvantages of Virtual Reference
Desk:

- It's done only by chat and e-mail, real
assstanceisdifficult;

- ItisTime-consuming; it takesalot of time
and users have to type everything out with
attention to spelling and typing errors;

- Inthisenvironment queuing and routing
questions is difficult; there is no script
messages to handle routine function and
requests,

- It takestoo long: Usersexpect everything
tobeinstant, convenient, and efficient.

If theuser logsoff prematurely, it won't be
immediately apparent tothelibrarian.

Asanaidtotheresearchersfollowinglistis
provided introducing some sponsoring
organizationsthat offer their servicesinthe
formof VRD, especidly in English language.
Readers by checking will have more
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opportunitiesto understand the mentioned
subjects.

Answer Zone. Six publiclibrariesin Texas.
http://askwerzone.org

Ask A Librarian. Four collagesin . http://
cuyameacanet/library/askLibrarian/default.ntm

ASKA Librarian. Statewidevirtud reference
servicefor usesof 57 librariesin Horida. http:/
ww.asklibrarian.org

Ask aQuestion. A service of the Seattle
Public Library, King Country Law Library,
and the University of Washington Health
Sciences Libraries. http://www.spl.org/
quickinfo/chat/download.html

Ask UsNow. Threeacademiclibrariesin
NY C. http://www.columbia.edu/cu/lweb/
sarvices/reference/

Ask A WNY Librarian. A multi-type
collaborative coordinated by the Western
New York Library resourcescouncil, involving
2medical libraries, 4 academiclibraries, and
2 public libraries. http://mww.wnyirc.org/
vreferen/index.htm

AskAway. A services of more than 50
publiclibrariesinthe South Centrd Library
System, aseven country areain south central
Wisconsin. hitp:/mwww.askaway.info

AskColorado. Statewide 24/7 virtual
reference servicesin English and Spanish.
http://www.askcolorado.org

CLEVNET Library Consortium. More
than 30 public libraries in ohio. http://
knowitnow24* 7.net

King Country Library System. Ask A
LibrarianeAnswer! 41 publiclibraries. http:/
ww.kcls.org/aall//pickerpage.cfm

New England Law Library Consortium.
http:/Avww.nellco.org/librarylawline

NOLA Library System. 21 publiclibraries
in Ohio. http:/Aww.askuquestions.com

South-Central Library Consortium of
Pennsylvania. Academic, public,school and
specid librarieshttp:/Aww.ship.edw/~library/
sclepalvrl.html

Conclusion:

Theworldof virtud referencedeskischanging
rapidly. New technologiesshould beagppliedin
this environment. By comparing VRD with
traditiond reference desk wecan find moreits
advantagesand dis-advantages. Asit mentioned
before VRD dso have some problems or
disadvantages. However besides afew year
experiences some mgor problems are il
remaininginvirtua referencesysems. Now a
days mogt of the librarians have a tendency
toward usngthistechnology intherr libraries.
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